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COFFEE-DRINKING AND BLINDNESS. 

I am satisfied that defective vision and blindness will pretty 
soon be a prominent characteristic among the American people, 
the same as rotten teeth have been during the last two hundred 

years. I make this assertion without having seen any statistics 
whatever on the subject of blindness. I found out long ago that 
a cup of coffee leaves a night-shade on the brain which continues 

longer than an eclipse of the sun. For some time past I have been 

consulting with different persons in Council Bluffs, who are suf 

fering with failing sight, and in each instance I ascertained that 
the unfortunate person was and is a regular coffee-drinker. I had 

long noticed that the eyes of old coffee-drinkers had a dry and 
shriveled appearance. 

Having discovered, some years ago, that my own eyesight was 

surely weakening, I then ceased to drink coffee as freely as I had 
used it, and became n moderate and more observant patron of the 

fragrant narcotic. But I have learned that moderate coffee 

drinking is a hard thing to manage, being pretty sure to develop 
into the regular habit again with insidious ease, especially at those 

times when the physical system feels itself to be in need of some 

elixir. Besides, it is quite distressing for a person to be fighting off 
a powerful habit at each meal time. I now feel free of the coffee 

drinking vice, and will have no more trouble with it unless I shall 

again fall a victim to some church supper or to the magnetic bland 

ishments of some buoyant hostess. 

Having long worked at a trade which requires almost as exact 
a use of the eye as the occupation of a jeweler, I made the dis 

covery that a single cup of coffee would have a perceptible effect 
on my eyes. This fact was the more apparent because my eye 

sight was originally very good?in fact, about the best. After 

having used coffee with indifferent frequency and copiousness for 
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many years my sight became abnormally weak, and I began to 

feel a horror of darkness, wishing that the sun would never set, 
and desiring instinctively to go to some place where the nights 
would be short during the entire year. But now I have quite lit 

tle of this feeling left. My eyes have regained, to a curious ex 

tent, their former range and spontaneity.. I again enjoy the long 
panoramic views of nature which are afforded from the baby moun 

tains that skirt Council Bluffs on the east like an encampment. I 
can take these long telescopic sweeps of vision again without blink 

ing or 
feeling the weakening relaxation which alarmed me a year ago. 

I have no doubt but what this weakness of the eyes which results from 

coffee-drinking is due to the sympathy which the optic nerve has 
for the nasal cavity (the latter being continuous with the mem 

brane of the mouth). The nasal cavity, with its first pair of 
brain nerves, is naturally a principal place to be affected by any 

drinking habit. For instance, to partake of a dish of soup will 
sometimes cause a person's breathing to become thick and decidedly 
labored. All of the sensory nerves are much affected by coffee 

drinking?those gentle and highly refined threads of sympathetic 
force which enter largely into the sense of smell, taste, sight and 

hearing. The entire sympathetic system is likewise involved im 

mediately in the coffee-drinking habit. The brain, again, is in 

tensely affected thereby, because the principal nerves of the brain 
branch off from the nasal cavity. 

Coffee-drinking is especially injurious when it is resorted to as 
a backing for strong food. There are plenty of robust persons 
among us who have drank coffee pretty freely for a lifetime, but 
who are seemingly uninjured by it. To this fact I reply that ap 
pearances are sometimes deceiving to unpracticed eyes, and that 

a vice does not in all cases show its effects plainly in the first gen 
eration. The free use of coffee dates back only one generation in 
this country. But this I will say, that no person is as stout for 
three hours after he has drank coffee as he was before. 

As long as a person remains endowed with latent constitu 
tional strength he can participate in different vices with seeming 
impunity?but he is gradually using up his capital and will reach 

his limit ere his life is fully prolonged. His children and grand 
children will show a degeneration of the family stock, though 
they doubtless exhibit at present a premature brightness of mind. 
Children that are allowed to partake freely of coffee will become 
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restless, fussy and noisy, half wild with mischief. They probably 
advance in their school studies with abnormal rapidity. But 

they hate work. At times they are indifferent about education. 
Their strength goes to the brain. They grow rapidly, but not 

aright. They develop into men and women three years too 
soon. Yet their eyes dance with angelic splendor, and 
their cheeks glow with vermilion, providing that they 
started in life with robust constitutions. If they 

began life with puny physiques, however, coffee will make them 
slim and ghostly, and their eyes and features flat. Coffee will 
seem to improve those persons only who have a surplus of consti 

tutional vigor. These individuals will seem possessed with forms 

and faces of marvelous grace and finish, yet they will fade all too 

soon, and fall into the hands of the doctor. Coffee has a magical 
effect on the heart and circulatory system, and for a while pro 
duces the intoxication which approaches that of opium or cocaine. 

It causes a swift growth and swift decay. It produces beauty and 

exhilaration, but not endurance. It gives a sentimental strength? 
the strength that pertains to runts. The best thing that can be 

said of coffee is, that it has a tendency, like opium, to make lawless 

persons tame. It leads not to additional irregularities, like 

whiskey. 
While coffee causes a temporary activity of the digestive 

system and mind, this is a circumscribed activity?a sentimental 
or sympathetic fantasy?and not a muscular inspiration and 

prowess. Coffee eats into the digestive membranes, forcing their 

glands to pour forth their reserve of juices, thus drying up the 

fountains of life and leaving in these little urns of vitality the 

seeds of rheumatism, catarrh, kidney ailment, heart disease, lung 

infirmity, and abdominal degeneration. Coffee-drinking exhausts 

the mouth and throat, leaving the face a grinning skeleton, while 

the body is honeycombed. The penetrative and stimulating 

qualities of coffee are excessive as well as insidious, But nature 

abhors anything that leads nature, and will gradually withdraw 

from it, leaving in the temple of life nothing but a shadow and a 

name. 

Plenty of apparently robust persons will rise up serenely when 

they read this dissertation, and exclaim: "I have drank coffee 

forty years, and I am as stout as an ox." Many of the arsenic 

eaters of Asia are said to live to great ages, but this is not the case 
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with the majority of them. It is claimed that opium may be used 
with very beneficial results by persons who have well-balanced 

judgment and self poise. Indeed, morphine was regarded not 

long ago as the long-desired balm of life, the golded specific for 
a world of ailment. Some men, who simply excell in con 

stitutional vigor, may feel themselves benefited and refined by 

burning up their daily surplus of vitality with coffee or opium, 
as they have no taste for expending it for the purpose of ac 

quiring knowledge and wisdom. But the coffee-drinker, how 
ever robust he may be, will put on a pair of spectacles at 
a comparatively early period of his life. Besides, he is all 
the while enslaving himself to a habit?a fact that is full of 

foreboding. Again, he is surely approaching a time when his 
reserve force of vitality will all be prematurely used up?a period 
in his career that will begin a new volume in the coffee-drinking 

habit, for every cup of it will now fill him with fire, while his 

helpless desire for it continues to increase. To a ten-year-old boy 
of this city I remarked, a few days ago, 

" You must quit drink 

ing coffee, or else you will never be anything but a runt." He 

replied, 
" 

Oh, no ; I couldn't live without it." In conclusion I 

will add, in the language of Dr. O'Leary, that "The thing which 
we think we must have is always that which is killing us." 

J. M. Holaday. 

vol. cxlvii.?no. 382. 21 


	Article Contents
	p. [302]
	p. 303
	p. 304
	p. 305

	Issue Table of Contents
	The North American Review, Vol. 147, No. 382 (Sep., 1888), pp. 241-360
	The Gladstone-Ingersoll Controversy. The Church Its Own Witness [pp. 241-269]
	The Last Days of the Rebellion [pp. 270-280]
	Irish Comments on an English Text [pp. 281-301]
	Coffee-Drinking and Blindness [pp. 302-305]
	The Issue of 1888 [pp. 306-313]
	The Assassins of Lincoln [pp. 314-319]
	Americanized Englishmen [pp. 320-324]
	The New Conscience [pp. 325-339]
	Common-Sense at Last [pp. 340-343]
	Notes and Comments
	Total Abstinence [pp. 344-345]
	A Yankee Pythagoras [pp. 345-346]
	The People's Banks [pp. 346-347]
	Wanted: A Test for Pauperism [pp. 347-348]
	Those Queer Words [p. 348-348]
	A Good Place to Begin Reform [pp. 348-349]
	Periodical Literature in Canada [pp. 349-351]
	The Physical Dangers of Civilization [pp. 351-352]
	Peripatetic Legislatures [p. 352-352]
	The Lonely Sentinel [pp. 353-354]
	Sentimental Vandalism [pp. 354-355]
	Tendency of Our Education [pp. 355-356]

	Book Reviews and Notices
	Review: Autobiography of a Russian Soldier [p. 357-357]
	Review: Miscellaneous [pp. 357-360]
	Books Received [p. 360-360]




